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Judging the Scientists 
Who Conducted 
Radiation Experiments 

By Linda Hunt 



T un radiation reteurch con* 
ducted during the I940's 
uml IW’« on citizens un- 
aware of the dangers is. unfortu- 
nately, only the most recent reve- 
lation about our government's 
willingness to extend extraordi- 
nary freedom to scientists— in the 
name of national security and scientific 
progress. It will be instructive to see how 
government officials — and scientists them- 
selves — react to those found to have been 
harmed in the radiation tests. 

Too often in the pust. government, as 
well as scientists and the scholars who 
write about science and technology, has 
treated the enterprise ns amoral, nn atti- 
tude that conveniently separates scientists 
from any odious aspects of their work. 
Lessons cun he drawn from the radiation 
controversy about the way we in the Unit- 
ed States have glossed over some of the 
unpleasant aspects of technological prog- 
ress and avoided asking hard questions 
about the uses and misuses of science. 

But. in fact, scholars and the general 
public did not need the recent controversy 



to alert them to significant blind spots in 
our national obsession with scientific prog- 
ress. Just last fall, the Ohio State Universi- 
ty was embarrassed when controversy 
erupted over a stained-glass mural that en- 
shrined an alleged Nazi war criminal 
among the pioneers of medicine. Hubcrtus 
Strughold. a former LuftwofTe colonel, 
was deified in the mural, called "The 
World History of Medicine." along with 
such medical giants as l.ouis Pasteur and 
Hippocrates. Oflcn referred to as the "fa- 
ther of space medicine." Strughold helped 
design space capsules and the pressurized 
suits worn by U.S. astronauts. 

But Strughold also was a Nazi doctor 
implicated in gruesome experiments per- 
formed on concentration-camp inmates at 
Dachau during World War II. when he was 



director of the LuftwafTe’s Insti- 
tute for Aviation Medicine. Doz- 
ens of Dachau prisoners died hor- 
rible deuths as a result of being 
frozen, locked in ainight cham- 
bers. or injected with salt water in 
experiments that he oversaw. 
After the war. while some of 
his colleagues were being tried at Nurem- 
berg for these crimes. Strughold conve- 
niently escaped prosecution when he was 
brought to America to work for the U.S. 
Air Force, under the auspices of the feder- 
al government's Project Paperclip. Paper- 
clip was a secret military operation, con- 
ducted from 1945 to 1968, that brought 
German scientists to the United States to 
work for the military, as a way to keep 
them out of the hands of the Soviet Un- 
ion. 

Although Ohio State has covered Strug- 
hold's portrait and said that it plans to re- 
place it. the glorification of Strughold there 
wasn't an isolated incident. Another re- 
cruit in the Paperclip Project, the rocket 
scientist Wemher von Braun, has been li- 
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uni/td in count leu history boots for his 
achievements in the U S space program 
Inevitably, those same histories foil to 
mention his SS membership and use of 
slave laborers at the Peencrmlnde and Mit- 
telhau Dora rochet facilities in Germany 
during World War II— even though that in- 
formation t» widely known. 

P aorttt-f rxnencur which brought 
Strughold and some 1. 600 other Ger- 
man scientists to America, has been 
labeled by its defenders as an innocuous 
operation that screened out ardent Nazis 
and war criminals. In fact, the intelligence 
officers who nut it deliberately changed 
some scientists' records — including that of 
von Bruin — to expunge derogatory evi- 
dence. in direct violation uf President Har- 
ry Truman s policy forbidding the recruit- 
ment of scientists with notorious Nari 
pasts. Through the years, various allega- 
tions were lodged against some of the Ger- 
man scientists brought to the United 
States, but it was not until the late I970's 
that the Department of Justice begun to 
Investigate the charges. 

The project's legacy was highlighted In 
IVK4. when newspupers and television re- 
ported that Arthur Rudolph, a retired engi- 
neer at the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration, had relinquished 
his U.S. citizenship and left the country 
ruther than face charges by the Depart- 
ment of Justice. The department had evi- 
dence that he had persecuted prisoners at 
the Dora concentration camp while he was 
using them as slave laborers to build V-2 
rockets Until then. Mr. Rudolph had lived 
a very cushy Nfe in America, where he was 
showered with awards, including the Dis- 
tinguished Service McdaJ. naSa's highest 
honor. 

All of which raises disturbing questions: 
Why liuve we made heroes of men who 
helped perpetrate one of the greatest evils 
•n modern history? Is it legitimate to lion- 



ize someone who persecuted prisoners as 
long as he can help us get to the moon? 
Does scientific expertise cancel out Nazi 
misdeeds? How will we judge the scientists 
who conducted the radiation experiments 
tha! have come to light? Even if the experi- 
ments were designed to find out the "safe” 
levels of exposure to radiation, doesn't 
that mean the scientists and doctors in- 
volved must have known that some unwit- 
ting subjects would receive what would be 
found to be "unsafe” doses? Although 
some scientists have said that •informed 




consent” was obtained, reports abound of 
former subjects who say they had no warn- 
ings about the extent of the risks to which 
they were exposed. 

At Ohio State, officials claimed igno- 
rance. saying they hadn’t known that 
Strughold was a Nazi until the World Jew- 
ish Congress complained But the mural 
had been on display at the university’s 
School of Medicine since 1969 Doesn't 
anyone there read The Sew York Timet? 
Strughold's Nazi past was front-page news 
in 1974. when the U.S. immigration and 
Naturalization Service was investigating 
him (The investigation was later dropped 
amid charges that someone in the govern- 
ment was protecting him. I Since then, nu- 
merous newspaper stories and books, in- 
cluding one i w rote on the history of Paper- 
clip. have mentioned him. 

But Strughold is just a recent example of 
a deeper problem. In eight years of re- 
searching and writing about Paperclip. I 
lost count of the number of times that I 



heard academics remark: “They're not 
Nazis, they're just scientists.” Removing 
the profession from the moral arena means 
that no one even questions the relevance of 
Strughold's and Rudolph’s involvement in 
war crimes. 

Most historians of science have either 
ignored or whitewashed the subject of our 
recruitment of acicntlsts with Nazi pasts. 
The subject has been tackled only by a 
handful of former prosecutors of Nazi wax 
crimes or by joumaliiU like me. Other 
journalists who have looked into the issue 



“Let’s hope, iliough, 
that we don’t hear 
the excuse: ‘After ail, 
they’re just 
scientists.’ n 



include Christopher Simpsun. the author 
of Blowback. a 198* history of the U.S. 
government's employment of Nazi war 
criminals, and investigative pioneers such 
as Drew Pearson and Charles R Allen. 
Many historians are specialists in Ihe Ho- 
locaust. but they typically focus their re- 
search on the mass murder of Jews in the 
death camps rather than on the U.S. gov- 
ernment's complicity with Nazi perpetra- 
tors. 

One academic historian did try to tackle 
Paperclip directly. Clarence Lasby. a pro- 
fessor at the University orTexas at Austin, 
wrote a history of Ihe project for ht$ Ph.D. 
dissertation. A book based on his disserta- 
tion. Project Paperclip, was published in 
1971- The book was a landmark, consider- 
ing that Mr. Lasby could not gain access to 
key classified files under the version of the 
Freedom of Information Act Ihcn in effect. 
But Mr. Lasby ’s book also ignored the sci- 
entists’ Nazi pasts, while glorifying their 
technical achievements. 



["opinion j 

Scholars who have written hook* about 
rocketry, space science, and aeromcdictnc 
frequently have been colleagues or close 
friends of the German scientists. So it is 
not surprising that they consistently pot- 
tray cd men like von Braun or Mr. Rudolph 
in a favorable light Furthermore, virtually 
the only publications that run historical ar- 
ticles about the V-2 or other German tech- 
nology appropriated for the U.S space 
program are defense-related magazine* 
like Air Force, whose purview does not 
include critical moral judgments. 

An example of this historical amnesia 
appeared in an article written by Frederick 
Ordwny in the February /March I99t issue 
of the Smithsonian Institution's Air A 
Space magazine. Mr. Ordway is a former 
NASA official who was o close friend of von 
Braun and co-author of The Rocket Team. 
a history of the German V-2 rocket pro- 
gram. In the article, he actually tried to 
trivialize the plight of prisoners at the Mit- 
lelbnu-Dora rocket facility. Without citing 
• shred of evidence. Mr. Ordway di» 
missed as a "huge exaggeration" the U.S. 
Army's conclusion that 20.000 prisoner* 
died at Dora. He argued that Ihe V-2 pro- 
gram had been good for the prisoner*, al- 
legedly because their conditions improved 
once production began 

"What does that mean. Improved ?” ex- 
claimed Joseph Jazbintck. a survivor of 
the slave-labor comp at the Peenemundc 
rocket facility, when I showed him Ord- 
way's claims. Imprisoned for his work 
with the French Resistance. Jazbinsck re- 
called that he had been arresicd along with 
23 others who were transported to Peenc- 
miinde and Dora. ”At the end of the wur. | 
was the only one alive. I don’t see any 
Improvement in that'" he said. 

V ictims such as Mr. Jozbinsek po*c a 
problem in aerospace histories: 
Their presence makes it difficult to 
portray as heroes the scientists who en- 
slaved them. So their accounts are simply 
censored out of history. Honoring Nazi 
scientists, suppressing victims’ views, and 
whitewashing history have resulted in the 
glorification or the technology of the V-2 
rockets, which killed thousands of people 
during World War II. 

The problems inherent in our glorifici* 
lion of science — and our tendency not to 
hold individual scientists responsible for 
their actions involving other human be- 
ings— have been apparent in the reaction 
to the recent disclosures about the radia- 
tion studies. Much of Ihe reaction from 
academics has arpued that scientists toduv 
face stricter controls on the use of human 
subjects than scientists did in past dec- 
ades But physicians involved in experi- 
ments certainly pledged even in the I940’s 
and 1950’s, as (hey had since the time of 
Hippocrates, lo "do no harm." 

Let's hope that as the discussion 
evolves, we hear some new question* 
raised, including those that linger from 
past revelations in the 1 970’s about univer- 
sities' involvement in Army and Central 
Intelligence Agency experiments in the 
I950’s. in which psycho-chemical drug* 
were given to unwitting subjects Did the 
universities involved betray a public Irusi? 
Did the scientists consider some subjects 
expendable? 

Let's hope, though, that we don't heur 
the excuse; "After all. they're just scien- 
tists." 

Undu Hunt Is asxiitant professor of Jour- 
nalism at Pennsylvania Stale Uniirnisr 
and author of Secret Agenda: The United 
States Government. Nazi Scientists, and 
Project Paperclip, 1945-1990 (St. Martin s 
Press. 1991). 



